Adultery was a serious offense in Rome, and the penalties for it were brutal. While most are easily understood, the rationale for one of them remains uncertain: the insertion of a mullet and a radish into the adulterer's anus. Consideration of the physical properties of these objects reveals that the Roman punishment serves the same purpose as a similar method employed by the Greeks: to humiliate the adulterer by symbolically converting his anus into a vagina, and then violating it with a phallic radish.1
O ' Bryhim mnemosyne 70 (2017) 325-330 a woman sexually desirable;4 the radish made the adulterer εὐρύπρωκτος, an indication that he was used frequently for intercourse (Ar. Nu. 1083 -1084 .5 The purpose of this punishment, then, was to transform the anus into a vagina symbolically through depilation and then to violate it with a phallic radish. This allowed the aggrieved party to reassert his masculinity over an adulterer who had encroached on the women in his domain.6
The Romans, too, inflicted a variety of punishments on adulterers, some of them identical to Athenian practices.7 Offenders were beaten, fined, castrated, raped, irrumated, or killed.8 Three sources mention a more unusual punishment. According to , some adulterers had a mullet (mugilis) shoved into their anuses.9 The scholiast describes it as a piscis grandi capite, postremus exilis, qui in podicem moechorum deprehensorum soleba[n]t inmitti. Catullus mentions an expanded version of this punishment at 15.18-19, where he warns Aurelius against having intercourse with his young lover, Juventius.
4 See Kilmer 1982, 104-112; Bain 1982, 8; Bonfante 1989, 552; Carey 1993, 53-55; Kapparis 1996, 75-76; Robson 2013, 121-122 1991, 271-275; Sussman 1994, 226-230; Gowers 2012 , 117. 9 Kapparis 1996 doubts that mullets were ever used in this way because Juvenal says that it was plus quam lex ulla dolori concessit (10.315). Campana 2004, 325, however, argues that this reflects an earlier practice that was replaced by the penalties specified by the lex Iulia de adulteriis coercendis. Richardson 1963, 101 speculates that 'mullet' could be a euphemism for the penis.
